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given a thought to the Irish question before the previous year, pored
over Irish history and were consumed with zeal for the redress of
Irish wrongs.
From this year, 1887, dates the rise of Balfour. No one till then
had dreamt of him in the office which he was now to fill. His gifts
seemed to be those of the graceful amateur, who found a certain
detached amusement in the play of politics, but whose heart was in
the dialectical philosophy which he had developed with much skill
and subtlety for the confusion of Liberal thinkers. He was the idol
of a small and cultured society, fastidious and critical in his approach
to most subjects, a hesitating speaker to whom the House of Commons
had listened rather because he was the nephew of Ms uncle than
because he could hold it on his own merits. As a member of the
Fourth party he had been easily overborne by Lord Randolph
Churchill, It was said that he knew the objections to every line of
thought and every possible act of policy, and the general verdict was
that his uncle could hardly have made a worse choice than in appoint-
ing him to deal with the rough and urgent problems of Irish disorder.
This judgment proved utterly mistaken. Within a few weeks the
new Chief Secretary had established his reputation as the most deter-
mined and consistent of the long line of British emissaries who had
administered coercion in Ireland. He told his police not to hesitate
to shoot; defended them through thick and thin, and was as con-
temptuous of Liberals protesting that force was no remedy as of
Irishmen who courted martyrdom at his hands. If they wanted it
they should have it, but there should be no soft distinction between
political offenders and common criminals, except that the former
should be regarded as a little the worse of the two. The M.P. who
got himself into prison was to wear prison clothes, eat prison food,
and be locked in an ordinary cell. The struggle of William O'Brien
to retain his trousers against the fiat of the Chief Secretary that he
should be reprived of them was one of the epics of these times. More
tragic was the collision between police and people on the occasion
of an eviction at Mitchelstown in County Tipperary on September 9
of this year. The police fired, two men were killed, and a Coroner's
jury brought in a verdict of wilful murder against the police. The
verdict was afterwards quashed in the Queen's Bench at Dublin, but